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Esau Watkins House
Water Street, Chestertown
c. 1739

The earliest remaining dwelling on the Chester River in
Chestertown is that located at 109 Water Street. Built by Esau and
Sarah Watkins, it stands on,Lot No. 11, which was deeded to them on
August 24, 1739 by Sarah’s father, William Ringgold. In that deed, as
well in other deeds, and in his own will, Esau is listed as a blacksmith by
trade.

In general form and material the house is similar to the Buck-
Bacchus Store, a building constructed a few years earlier on the corner
of High and Queen Streets. Like the store, the principal facade of the
Watkins house was the narrower dimension of the house. Its front door,
however, was located not in the center of the three bays, but to the left.
This facade and its southwest counterpart are laid in flemish bond with
glazed headers. Again like the store, the water table jogs above the
basement windows, which have segmental arches of alternating
stretchers and double headers. The roof is hipped and has a plain plaster
cove cornice. There is one dormer on the facade and two on the flanking

sides.

The plan of the Watkins House appears to have had two rooms
per floor with a central chimney stack adjacent its southwest wall and
the stair on the opposite side of the chimney with passage between. Its
plan would have been similar to a typical New England house, except for

the placement of the entrance. Being constructed at grade on the river
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side, the kitchen was located in the basement, like other houses on the
street. The presence of soot on the cellar beams in the room closest to
the river points to its original use as a kitchen. In the attic or third floor,
original feather edge board partitions separate the hall from the
bedrooms. There is one original four-panel door and one five-panel door

dating from late in the century.

In his will, Esau Watkins left his dwelling to his son, John and for
whom he stipulated Dr. William Murray as guardian until he reached 21
years of age. In 1776, John was planning to leave the area. He was
heavily indebted to the firm of Morgan and Sluby, and the house was
mortgaged to them to secure the debt.1 Interestingly, three years later

he was still living in Kent County.2

109 Water Street passed through many hands until it was
purchased in 1820 by Samuel Merritt of Godlington Manor. It remained
in the Merritt family until 1880 when it was sold to Benjamin Fleming
for $_]).000. It was probably during the Fleming period that the house was
lengthened by 6’10” toward the river. A fate similar to 103 Water Street
befell this house: the belt course was chopped off, windows were altered
and the difference in brickwork was concealed by the addition of a coat of
stucco. The old central chimney was removed and a new one installed in
the new addition. The floor plan was altered to suit the owners Jt 0O
remained in the Fleming ownership until 1944 when Miss Francis
Denton, of River House, purchased it and built the block and brick wall
separating the two properties.

Louis and Ellen Perry Skinner acquired the property in 1946 and




remodeled it into the existing plan, with a side stairhall, kitchen and
pantry in the front, dining room in the center with bay window
overlooking the River House garden and a living room. A screened porch

was built on the river side which was later enclosed.

1. Lib. DD 5, fol. 140.
2. Lib. DD 5, fol. 374.
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This is by tradition the oldest house on Water “treet and both architectural
and documentary evidence suggest the claim is at least reasonable, It is a classic
example of the small scale early Ueorgian hinped roof brick dwelling, its original
shape marred ohly by the alteration of the rear hip; it Was kmem replaced b y
a gable when a small addition was made. Dsau Watkins and his wife, Sarah Ringgold,
received the land as a wedding gift from William Ringgold, father of the bride,
in 1739, presumably to build on. Documentary evidence proves the house was up

by aodmeask 1742,
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William Ringgold %o Sarah Ringgold Watkins Liber 5 200 (1729)
(Water Lot 11)
Esau Watkins to John Calder Libsr & 818 (1742)
John' Calder to Zsau Watkins Liber 5 521 (17h2)
(Water Lot 11...tenement or messuage) Watking buys ao
gcross the street In 175L from Dowdall Thoampson of
Zsau Watkins to John Watkins Wills Liber L 25 (1757)
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Thomas Kemp to Benjewxin H. apd William 3Slubey, an aét of ajettment.
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William Slubey to Benjamin
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(1799)

Banjemim Morgan to Robert Anderson TW 1 378 (1800) 3300
(A1l of waiar lot 11, 4mcluding 10§ Water Street, and the thwast=arnkx half of
Town Lot 1L, Price drop suggéstis something heappened on Lot 1L...)

Taxwss licuston, Trustes for Robert Anderson, to John Quimiy,

{(Water Lot 11 and 109 Watar Straet)
Johp Quimby leaves property to his daughter, Sophiz Quimby Prisrose.
Jagws L. Prirrose and Sophia %o Ane Paga W L 21 7 (2822) $550.

Pags to Samuel Merritt TW L 28l (1820) 3800
Samuel Merritt leaves it to his daughter, Frances Olivia Merriti Watkins (1842) "worth $800)

Frances died in 1877, her hushand, Colonel Edward Wilkens, in 1878.
imnes &, Pearce, Trustee for Wilkens, %o Ben F, Fleminug 5B 1 308 (1830)

Mery Elizabeth Flaming, her deughter, RRA & 56F (1924)

for Mery J, and Ben F, Flesming, t0 Frances B, Denton RAS 23 118 (1ghl)
B5700

Frupces B. Denton %o Touis E, Skinney and Ellen RAS 3% L9 (18h6) '
Ellen P. Skinner, widow, to Bouis Skinner WHC h3- 33 {(195%)
Louis Bkirner and Elistbheth to Mary M. Conpor EHP 25 182 (1%47)
J#mes P, Commor to Robsrt Bryan EEP 27 452 (2970) #L€,000,
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